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Translation : Simon Pleasance 1 François Mathey , curator then head curator at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs , organized more than 350 exhibitions. The collections of the Archives de la critique d'art trace his hectic activity. With Michel Ragon, Pierre Restany and Gérald Gassiot-Talabot he shared the same tastes and the same desire to promote living art. The three critics all backed him in this adventure. François Mathey, in turn, supported them when they championed Nouveau Réalisme, Figuration Narrative, and utopian architecture. The exhibition 60/72 : douze ans d'art contemporain en France brought this mutual back-slapping to an end, because François Mathey had the audacity to present his own history of art. The show was deemed to be political, to boot, and duly condemned. In 1961, Michel Ragon focused on the activities of François Mathey, like him a great admirer of Jean Dubuffet. François Mathey organized this artist's first retrospective in Paris in 1960, and included him in the series of events devoted to the "masters of Modern Art", who were at the same time being hailed by New York's MoMA and Alfred Barr: "After the shows devoted to Picasso, Chagall and Léger, after the Guggenheim exhibition, after young Spanish painting, François Mathey is in the process of turning the musée des Arts décoratifs, where he is one of the curators, into one of Paris's most lively venues." 2 
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That same year, in underscoring the ever-growing place occupied by François Mathey in the scene involving exhibitions of living art, Pierre Restany took things a few steps further: "The schedule of the Pavillon de Marsan is quickening. The available modern nook is being used to put on four shows at the same time: Matisse's large cut-out gouaches, the English artists at the latest Venice Biennale (Pasmore and Paolozzi), Jacques Doucet's furniture 1925, and traditional Chinese images of the new year. The variety of the subjects speaks for itself: here, indeed, is a living museum such as we have long been dreaming of, albeit with not a great deal of conviction. We can put our trust in Mathey: this is by no means his first such foray! He is quite simply in the process of outdistancing all the Dorivals on earth and, for lack of competitors, taking the lion's share, in the history of our contemporary museology." 3 
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François Mathey duly carried his momentum forward. In 1962, he put on the exhibition Antagonismes II : l'Objet, which brought together 150 artists and displayed almost 500 objects. Pierre Restany emphasized the originality of the approach: "Two years after Antagonismes, which was an itinerary through contemporary painting, the musée des Arts décoratifs is offering us a second invitation to make a journey, this time in the field of the In 1963, the critic submitted an exhibition project to the musée des Arts décoratifs, Antagonismes III : l'Architecture. For him, this museum was the best suited to accommodating his project "because of the options it has already taken in favour of modern architecture, to undertake the great show which has not yet been held in any country about the architecture and city planning of the future." 6 But even though programmed, the exhibition never happened. On the other hand, Michel Ragon and the GIAP (Groupe International d'Architecture Prospective) were invited to give lectures in the museum's auditorium. 8 François Mathey was not yet head curator, but he was contemplating leaving his museum. In 1964, Jean Cassou thought he could glimpse a coalition aimed at replacing himself at the head of the MNAM by François Mathey. He complained bitterly to Gaëtan Picon about this. 7 Pierre Restany was alleged to be part of the "plot". He had in fact written a scathing article about the Pevsner donation, in which he also pointed out that François Mathey was inexplicably relegated to the sidelines. innovative artists to exhibit, express themselves, and compare their viewpoints. It is sadly obvious that Paris has few curators who are sincerely open to the issue of contemporary art, and loyally keen to clear the decks, take risks and support avant-garde undertakings. François Mathey, to whom we are indebted for this amazing period when the musée des Arts décoratifs has truly played the role of the sole modern art power house in Paris, has paid for his audacity by a period of de facto inactivity and several months of isolation, from which he is just barely emerging at this moment." 15 But it was actually Daniel Moquay, Rotraut Klein's husband, who was responsible for it, and who chose to show only a third of the works shortlisted by François Mathey and Rotraut Klein. Yves Klein was invariably a controversial subject among part of the public, as illustrated by a tract in Polycritique Paris which described the intervention of the police during a debate about him in the museum's auditorium. 16 The exhibition was subsequently shown in Grenoble. 18 It should be noted that François Mathey's activities have been unjustly neglected since those years. He did however respond to the poor visibility of living art in the exhibitions held between the 1950s and the 1970s. After 1972, however, his role as a precursor was overlooked, and he became a forgotten page in the history books. Today the archives are quite rightly helping him to regain some measure of recognition.
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